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ABSTRACT 

. , This P a P er discusses the integration of positivist 

ISZS* 3 T t BSi f n With inLer Pretive, or naturalist, qualitative 
methods m the development of effective interventions for rural 
special education students. The resulting research/intervention 

o S, 1 ??"^! } eXtendin * the normal baseline period from 3 to 
10 days thus allowing the researcher to question all relevant peers 
adu It., and the student him/herself in ord.r to investigate lull ill. 
realities triangulate the data, and ferret out a research design and 
an initial independent variable; (2) applying the independent 
variable m the classroom setting while continuing to monitor 
multiple realities in order to fine-tune the design and discover 
other independent variables; (3) returning to the baseline phase 
without the application of the independent variable; and (4) applying 
a new independent variable based upon information gathered in tL 
first three phases and comparing the effects of the first and second 

method n riab1 ^ S * nthesis ° f Positivist and interpret^ 

methods results m the following theoretical assumptions: (1) there 
are multiple realities; however, the reality of the targeted research 
Participant is of primary concern; (2) the research participant, 
teacher, and researcher continually interact, calling for an 
understanding of differences in realities; (3) research seeks to 
generalize theoretically, not statistically; (4) causality of 
realities may demonstrate functional relationships; and (5) the 
values of everyone involved in the research must be defined to 
control bias This method allows researchers to connect student 
behavior with internal states and subsequently attempt to affect 
internal states through behavior intervention. (LP) 
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Interpretive Single-Subject Design: A Research Tool For 
Pract ioner-Guided Applied Inquiry in Rural Settings 

Many teachers sense that they need to do something different 
about a problem confronting them with a particular child and/or 
his or her immediate learning environment, but they are stymied, 
often not knowing what to do or how to do it. Freiberg (1992) 
asserts that many teachers wish to bring their teaching not only 
closer to recommended pract i ce standards but also, by 
implication, many teachers wish to take it a step or two further 
for the exceptional child or situation; but again they don't know 
how. They have a desire to grow, but they need help. While 
Zins, Curtis, Graden, and Ponti (1988) have verified that the 
delivery of effective educational services to children with 
handicaps and at-risk students has been the subject of much 
current concern in rural and urban settings, rural schools and 
respective issues, teacher development, and exceptional students 
needs appear to be in double jeopardy. Rural schools have not 
only received less attention, but rural exceptional students are 
at higher risk than their urban peers (DeYoung, 1987; Helge, 
1985, 1990). 

Rat iona J e 

As credit to an already exemplary tradition of having to 
fend for one's self due to a paucity of resources and a seemingly 
skewed legislative rural focus (Helge, 1985; Illback & Ellis, 
1981), rural communities and schools have historically been 
experimenting with creative programming for handicapped and 
nonhandicapped students (Huebner & Wise, 1992). Nowhere in the 
field of educational service delivery is creativity more critical 
and more rewarding than in direct instruction-intervention with 
students. What looms equally critical for teachers then is to 
continue to build and capitalize on existent collaborative intra- 
community, intra-schooi , and student resource pools, engendering 
creative resolve and cost-effective problem solving consistent 
with rural tradition and context. 

Huebner and Wise (1992) suggest that such resource 
strategies not only increase intraschool resources but also 
capitalize on the unique assets o? the rural community (p. 21). 
Hepburn and Stile (in press) suggest a variation on an inquiry 
(applied research) theme that would simultaneously provide the 
concerned and inquisitive teacler with a framework that helps 
formulate not only what to do but answers the "so what now" how- 
to-do-it question. Because of its inclusion of the naturalistic- 
qualitative data base used to precisely tune intervention, this 
diagnostic and prescriptive teaching tool utilizes those uniquely 
local qualitative features gleaned from in vivo experiences that 
characterize an individual, as well as a group of students in 
rural settings. 

Toward an Interpretive Sinjje-Sub ject Design: 
From Thin Description to Thick Interpretation 1 

Ever since the publication of Thomas Rutin' s, The Structure 
ofScientific Revolut ions in 1962, there has been a gradual 
shifting in the basic premises of gathering and validating 
scientific knowledge. With this shift has come an increasing 
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awareness of the importance of understanding the social and 
hTltoricIl contexts of individual and group behaviors. In order 
S 'understand these contexts, authors such as Ballard 

iqfifi h»vp called for a more concerted effort to utilize 
qualitative melhods in data gathering for behavioral research. 

Single-Subnet Positivism vs. In ter pret ive Thought 

As described by Borg and Gall (1989), the dist inguishing 
featurl of single-subject design is that the sample of subjects 
is one (i e , N= 1 ) . If two or more subjects are treated as one 
groSS? sinlie-fuoject methods are still applicable. A second 
distinguishing feature is continuous measurement oyer time as 
opposed to P?f- and posttesting. A th rd major difference 
between single-sub ject and other quantitative designs is he 
hlavy ?el ance upon graphic significance rather than statistical 

(the baseline; or Al and A2 phases) with. the experiment^ (or Bl 
nH b?) nhases where the independent variables were applied. 

possible that single-subject "conventional! t and 
*eonstructivists" (not necessarily single-subject 
coSstructivists) can accommodate one another in the conduct of 
iSSuir^ in special education settings? As Cuba and Lincoln 
(1989) have speculated, accommodation: 

1 will come about, if ever, because adherens both 

paradigms will agree to engage . in ... .. discussion tnat 
will result in a new construction with which all can 
Igree^nor because the new construction is "truer" than 
other of its predecessors .but because it is better 
informed and more sophisticated, (p. 115} 

Nf , t1ir - „f rp«iit Y (ontology) . The first set of . assumpt ions 
conce rns ontology? or the nature of reality. According. to 
PoSitivfst thoSfht, there is one concrete reality that is shared 
K a oeoce Conversely, interpretive thought holds that 
real tieTarl socially constructed and that sharedness of 
rellitili within a group is the result of social processes (e.g. , 
Be^ger I LuckmaSn, 1967; Denzin, 1989; Douglas & Jounson, 1977; 
Heidegger, 1962; Husserl, I960, 1968; Mear leau-Ponty 1962; 
Sartre, 1956; Schutz, 1962, 1976). 

Knnwpr -Vnnw n T< > 1 » t. i nnships ( e.pi s t emo logy) . Epistemology is 
conce rned with the nature of knowin g and knowledge. Whereas 
SSsitivism views the separation of the observer and reality as an 
?deal, the interpretive position maintains . that all knowledge is 
necessarily filtered through human perception, so no separation 
i s poss ible . 
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Table 1 

Contras ting; Positivist and Naturalist Axioms 



Axioms About 

The nature of 
real i ty 



The relationship 
of knower to the 
known 



Posit ivist Paradigm 

Reality is single, tangible 
and fragment able . 



Knower and known are 
independent, a dualism. 



Naturalist Paradigm 



are 



Real i t i es 
mu 1 1 i p 1 e , 
constructed, 
hoi ist ic. 



and 



Knower and known are 

interactive, 

inseparable 



The possibility of 
general izat ion 
working 



The possibility 
of causal linkages 



Time- and context-free 
general izat ions (nomo- 
thetic statements ) are 
poss ib 1 e . 



There are real causes, 
temporally precedent to 
or simultaneous with 
their effects. 



The role of values Inquiry is value-free, 



Only time- and . 

context-bound 

hypotheses 

( idiographic 

statements ) are 

possible. 

All entities are in 
a state of mutual 
simultaneous 
shaping, so that it 
is impossible to 
distinguish causes 
from effects. 



Inquiry 
bound . 



is value- 



Note.. From Naturalistic Inquiry 
Guba, 1985, Beverly Hills: Sage. 
Inc . 



(p. 37) by 
Copyright 



Y. S. Lincoln and E. G. 
1985 by Sage Publications. 
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Generalization. Positivism seeks objective truths that are valid 
General lzat^uii . rKJ . . . thev are generalized to other 
across space and time. That is, iney are sji truths are 

PonCB n tv one of the basic goals of positivistic science is to 

situational contexts. 

Pnlp nf va i tf es (axioloKvl. Axiology has to do with the role of 

Bia s 1 Vii & i lr;.s g fe sft; ;i :x |r,i?ssssi| s «.» 

Purpose 

This essay's purpose is to consider the integration of single- 

Jeptf ^knowledge aXef f ect ive 8 undersJanding for rural settings. 

Designs 

suppose a •t^j.;p|^s»^iaL^ h »:s™; t (irtfi t !t»*~t 

Further suppose that his teachers are Si! 1 "^" hts to ot her students, 

:;!nHHr;!»!,.i!u,*s:;s;.nM,!,'«:i:'w: :«:..•. 

behavior? 
AR y* Design 

One approach would be to address the situation by: 

1. Identifying an independent variable (e.g., x); 

2. Observing the student without applying x; 

3. Applying x; 

4. Withdrawing x; and then 

5 Reapplying x with little or no contact between the 
student and data collector. 
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ABAC Design 

Another approach would be to combine N=l quantitative and 

?ualitative methods. Such a combined approach could consist of the 
ol lowing steps or phases: 

1. Basel ine 1 (A) . Extend the normal baseline period by at 
least seven days (e minimum of 10 instead of three days) to 
accommodate the inquirer who actively questions all relevant peers, 
adults^ and the student himself in tne classroom and at home in order 
to (a) investigate multiple realities, (b) triangulate the data, and 
(c) ferret out a research design and initial independent variable (x); 

2. First intervent ion (B) « The inquirer applies x in the 
classroom setting. He/she continues to monitor multiple realities in 
crder to (a) fine-tune the design and (b) discover other independent 

variables (y, z, , etc.). Formative evaluation of effects of x 

upon the student's undesirable behavior would also be carried out 
during this phase; 

3. Return to baseline (A) . This is a short period in which the 
activities in the B phase are extended by the inquirer without 
application of x; and, 

4. Second intervention (C) . Based upon information gathered by 
the inquirer in the first three phases^ a new independent variable (y) 
has been shaped. The second intervention is used to compare effects 
of x and y; not to examine the effects of x for a second time as 
indicated an ABAB design. Figure 1 illustrates results of this 
posit ivist-natural ist intervention over time using mock data. 

Discuss ion 

The addition of interpretive thought and qualitative data allows 
the researcher to develop a more sophisticated, in-depth understanding 
of the research participant and the context situation. Instead of 
just reporting surface behaviors, referred to by some authors as "thin 
descriptions" (Denzin, 1989; Geertz, 1973; Ryle, 1971), the researcher 
now accesses the meanings of the respondent's multiple realities, and 
may engage in "thick interpretation" (Denzin, 1989). That is to say, 
the researcher may fine tune interventions by developing a more 
comprehensive understanding of the participant's behaviors and the 
meanings connected to those behaviors* 

The blending of N=l quantitative and qualitative methods seems 
attractive because both are (a) context situational, (b) applicable 
with small numbers of subjects, (c) empirical (deal with what is seen 
and heard), and (d) are non-traditional • As to reconciling the 
positivist assumptions inherent in single-subject design with the 
interpretive axioms supporting qualitative methods, the following 
synthesis of paradigms is suggested, 

1. Reality (ontology): There are multiple realities, however 
the reality of the targeted research participant is of primary 
concern • 

2. Knower-known relationship (epistemology) : The research 
participant, teacher, and researcher (if different from teacher) are 
intertwined in interaction, calling for an understanding of 
differences in operating realities. 

3. Generalization: Research seeks to generalize theoretically 
(Yin, 1989), lot statistically. 

4. Causality: With the added awareness of multiple realities, 
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causality should be approached as mutual simultaneous shaping, which 
mav still demonstrate functional relationships. 

may still aem The values of everyone involved in the 

research are delineated In the above di scussion o ' th e multiple 
realities in interaction. This allows for the control ol Dias. 

This inteeration of paradigms, as a suggested starting point, 
opens up single-sub ject researcn to the use ?f .qualitative methods and 

j£ Id VMS HeS ? ^u^nrben e av?o e r^ et TSfi lS!efra!i 55 «■* 
^AeS 

the "Suit of academi? and social success that could be reinforced, in 
order to enhance the student's self-concept. After conducting a 
qualitative case study, the researchers designed an ^^rvention tnat 
Situational ly induced the student to participate in ac.idemic 
interaction, with virtually no risk of failure. At tnat point me 
student experienced success, which was subsequently reinforced 
verbally Sth referential status from the classroom teacher. The 
rlsulU^ndicated that the student's rate of voluntary presentat on 
increased dramatically and maintained at an above average level (see 

Figure 2). com bined qualitative methods with interpretive 

theoretical insieht into the reality that the student experienced 
iS e ?n"cltssrSom 8h ^his°in?ight. allied the researchers to connect 
external, observable behavior with internal states, ^nd, subsequently, 
attempt to affect those internal states through a behavioral 
intervent ion. 

Limi tat ions 

The major issue regarding merging of the two paradigms is 
temporal in nature. Specifically, the additional demands of 
qualitative Research significantly expand jingle-subject design 
baseline and treatment phases— this would hold true across all 
familiSl of N=l designs including the ABA family which was used here 
as a base for discusfion. Howevlr, it may be tnat the additional time 
required to arrive at qualitative understandings, such as mutual 
simultaneous shaping and triangulation, will result in a deeper 
understanding of why. a behavior occurs. This information is usually 
not obtained as aTtsult of single-subject inquiry with its 
traditional emphasis upon knower-known dualism. 

Model Application 

In point of fact, there are as.many applications °f this model as 
there are people being confronted with problem-solving situations of 
some sort While this appears to be an overs impi icat ion of the, 
models utility! a more avid in-depth understanding of its combined 
etiological basis? procedural format, and intra/interpersonal scrutiny 
5f prob em-solving routines would provide a more obs "vable, reliabl e , 
and valid affirmation of its functional utility. Although this moaei 
may not be readily recognizable to some as oneS household words, its 
procedural basis occupiis every nook and cranie of life's contexts and 
his undoubtably been the silent partner 9 n a daily.basis in both 
instantaneous and long term problem-solving scenarios. 

Re r a 1 1 that simple Phone call to chat with a close inena inai 
turned into I cold Sir for no apparent reason across several follow-up 
Phone calls. On one end, the party is wondering what they have done 
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to warrant this sudden withdrawal, while on the other end the party is 
feeTini put upon or some other thought, th« point being both parties 
;-mmid?Itelv developing a theory for self preservation and alleged 
uSdlrstandLS The questions that arise are (a) what am I going to do 
oSnnJ ? nhb how am I going to do it. Sound familiar? Usually 
wha? fo iows d in b va??in| m timlliSfs is.some sort of initial response (no 
response is a response) that is contingent on our perception of 
oroElem severity, relational maintenance issues, and/or the need for 
addiiiSn'? info?malion from as many discrete sources, in this case, as 
seems appropriate to achieve our spec? fied goal . 

Consequently, in light of new information we plan and take 
different let ion than pefhaps we initially employed. One party either 
changed their behavior dramatically, the problem was not really a 
Relational problem but displaced to the relation (causality), 
compromise, or forgiveness, and so on. What has worked in the past 
may not necessarily work in the future. This becomes critically 
Tmpo!?ant when working with children. Teachers and parents need to 
reconsider not only their interconnectedness within the learning 
con?e^s defined by multiple relationships with children, but also the 
uniqueness of how individual children assimilate developmental 
milestones themselves. . „. lf - „ 

as was the case with the student not presenting himself for 
social affirmation the teacher-inquirer sought clarification relevant 
to the social dynamics of the student's presenting problem.. In 
general, this approach significantly reduces the cure becoming worse 
than the presenting problem, enhances a more cost-benefit use of 
teacher and student time, personalizes the intervention, and is 
existential ly recursive. 

Notes , , . 

Tort ions of this essay have appeared in # 

Hepburn, E. , & Stile, S.W. (in press). Toward an interpretive 
single-subject design: From thin description to thick 
interpretation. In S.W. Stile, N=l for inquiry. Dubuque, 
IA: Kendall/Hunt. 
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